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Abstract 
The democratization of the society and economic freedom was one of the most important steps for the Czech 
Republic. Nevertheless, it had some negative consequences. The objective of the paper is to report the development 
of risk behaviour during the transformational period, based on data from the ESPAD study. We focus mainly on the 
issue of availability of the alcohol, cigarettes and illicit drugs to Czech teenagers. Responses from the survey show 
that an easy access to alcohol, cigarettes and illicit drugs for the majority of students tends to be a norm. This is, 
however, to a certain extent enabled by the context and life style of their parents and the whole population which is 
relatively tolerant to risk behaviour.  
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1. Introduction 
 The return to a democratic society and reinstallation of democratic political institutions after four 
decades of totalitarian rule was, without question, one of the most important steps the Czech Republic 
took in the 20th century. Nonetheless, the democratization of the society and the introduction of 
meritocratic principles and economic freedom had some negative consequences. In the Czech Republic, 
similar to other countries of Central and Eastern Europe, the political changes during the transition period 
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brought changes in the life style and behaviours of many citizens, such as higher alcohol consumption, 
drug use, and cigarette smoking. The Czech society is, however, traditionally rather tolerant to regular 
drinking of alcohol as well as excessive drinking. These tolerant norms may create similar attitudes to 
alcohol among children and youth. The price of alcohol is relatively low when compared with Western 
Europe, enhancing the accessibility of alcohol and influencing the negative effects of its misuse. Again, 
smoking is a substantial problem among young people. The same is true for drug use, because some of 
the illicit drugs have become “fashionable” items for many young people. The aim of the paper is to 
report the development of risk behaviour during the transformational period, based on the national data 
from health institutes and also from the European School Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs (ESPAD) 
study.  The objectives of the paper are: 1) to evaluate the general leisure time activities of the Czech 
teenagers; 2) to analyze the results of the ESPAD survey regarding the accessibility and availability of 
alcohol, cigarettes and illicit drugs; and 3) to sketch out the key factors behind this kind of risk behaviour.  
 The ESPAD in particular became on of the most effective sources of information about youth 
life styles and risk behaviour during the last 15 years. This project attempts to collect comparable data on 
alcohol, tobacco, and drug use among 15-16-year old students (for ESPAD 1995 the students born in 
1979, for ESPAD 1999 in 1983, for the ESPAD 2003 in 1987, for the ESPAD 2007 in 1991, for the last 
wave of ESPAD 2011 in 1995). Responses from the survey show that an easy access to alcohol, cigarettes 
and illicit drugs for the majority of students tends to be a norm. However, the limitations of the research 
are mainly in the fact that we lack more information about the family background or the peer groups and 
school environment of the surveyed teenagers. 
2. Czech teenagers and their life styles 
Czech students usually score very high on the majority of the variables monitored in the ESPAD study. 
The prevalence of smoking remains higher than the European average. Despite the fact that the proportion 
of students who have never smoked was increasing between 1999 and 2011 (from 55, 4 (%) to 57, 1 (%)), 
the share of teenagers in the most risk groups (students smoking 11 to 20, or twenty and more cigarettes 
daily) increased during the period of interest (5, 3 (%) to 5, 5 (%), res 3, 2 (%) to 3, 4 (%)). Czech 
teenagers always stayed at the first place in the alcohol consumption during the last 12 months and during 
the last 30 days in the last waves of the ESPAD study. Here, the survey of 2011 revealed a certain 
improvement in the situation. The proportion of teenagers who never drank alcohol increased in all the 
three monitored categories (for beer from 36 (%) in 1999 to 47, 9 (%) in 2011; for vine from 47, 5 (%) to 
77, 9 (%); and for spirits from 43, 3 (%) to 61, 6 (%)). Also the shares of students drinking alcohol in the 
last 30 days are decreasing in all categories of quantities for the first time in the history of ESPAD 
monitoring. Nevertheless, there is a problem with the use of some illicit drugs, mainly marijuana, among 
the Czech teenagers. Meanwhile the proportion of those who never tried marijuana in their lifetime is 
decreasing (from 65 (%) in 1999 to 55, 3 (%) in 2011), there is an obvious increase in the categories of 
students who experiment with drugs (thus increase in the category of having used marijuana one to two 
times from 11, 9 (%) in 1999 to 17, 1 (%) in 2011; and three to five times from 6, 4 (%) in 1999 to 8, 1 
(%) in 2011).  
There are also significant changes in the leisure time activities of the Czech teenagers. Playing of PC 
games presented a frequent leisure time activity of Czech students with an increase between 1999 and 
2007 with a slight drop in 2011. PC games were replaced by an enormous increase of teenagers surfing 
the internet daily which may show certain drop in outdoor activities. There is, however, a positive 
tendency in sporting among students, the percentage of those sporting actively almost every day was 
increasing during the studied period and those who did not do any sports at all diminished almost twice 
during the same time. Going out with friends during the evenings is a typical leisure time activity with 
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almost stable attendance, however, in the last survey waves it has been specified as going to the disco 
and/or going to the mall with friends. Reading is on the contrary loosing its popularity among the students 
with an increasing proportion of students who never read and decreasing categories of frequent readers. 
The rest of the leisure activities remains more or less stable during the monitored years (see Fig. 1).  
 
Fig. 1. Leisure time activities of Czech teenagers between 1999 and 2011; Source: ESPAD (1999, 2003, 2007 and 2011)                                     
3. Availability and accessibility of alcohol, cigarettes and illicit drugs as perceived by the Czech 
youth 
In this section we evaluate the accessibility and availability of alcohol, cigarettes and drugs as reported 
by the students responding to questions in ESPAD questionnaires. Since 1993, the Czech Republic aims 
to form a complex strategy for the prevention of drug related problems and later on started to approve all 
the documents which relate to risk behaviour prevention on European and global revel. Health policies 
are constantly a matter of political and public debates. Supply and demand reduction, higher taxation and 
a better  control supplemented with harm reduction seems to form relatively effective approach as seen 
from the statistics below.  
Czech Republic is often rated as one of the countries with the highest consumption of alcohol per 
capita worldwide. The consumption of pure alcohol per capita in the Czech Republic increased gradually 
since the 1930s, with a slight drop between 1985 and 1990, when Czech government tried to imitate the 
Gorbachev antialcohol campaign in Russia. Nevertheless, during  the period of transformation, 
democratic regime abolished any political control over risk behaviour and liberal economic principles 
enabled the better availability of alcoholic beverages. As stated above,  the  Czech society is reluctant to 
regular as well as excessive alcohol drinking. What is more, alcohol consumption is a historical tradition 
in the Czech Republic. According to a sociological survey realised by the Institute of Sociology, some 
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76% of Czechs think the pub is an important part of Czech culture and tradition (Bražinová, Brborovič, 
Chereches et al. 2011).  
Nevertheless, when it comes to availability of alcohol to teenagers, there are obvious trends to 
improvement of the situation. The proportion of students who think it is very easy to obtain beer is 
decreasing, but there are still many of them who state that obtaining beer is fairly easy. Despite the fact 
that there are more police controls in the pubs and shops, there is still a large space for improvement (Fig. 
2), because still, in 2011 there were more than one third of students who think it is very easy to have a 
beer somewhere. 
  
Fig. 2. The difficulty to obtain beer as reported by ESPAD respondents between 1999 and 2011; Source: ESPAD (1995, 1999, 2003, 
2007 and 2011)                          
A similar situation can be seen in the graph reporting availability of wine, again less students perceive 
it easy to obtain and increasing proportion state that it is fairly or very difficult to buy wine on public. The 
same is true for spirits, where there is an obvious increase in the share of students who state it is 
impossible to obtain spirits for their use. Again, decreasing proportion of those who think it is easy to 
obtain spirits and increasing percentage of the students stating it is difficult to buy spirits somewhere 
shows certain effectiveness of the antialcohol tools aimed at children and youth. 
Smoking of cigarettes represents a serious problem within the Czech youth. Many scholars have 
evidenced disquieting trend of increasing prevalence of smoking among teenagers and mainly among 
women and young girls (Sovinová, Sadílek, Csémy 2010; Spilková, Dzúrová, Pikhart 2011). Although 
the sales of tobacco products are forbidden to people under 16 years, the reality is different. Tobacco 
products are quite easily available and hidden support of smoking and the tobacco industry is still 
persistent reflected in actions of celebrities, promotional activities by tobacco companies, etc.). As the 
figure 3 shows, the majority of students perceive it as very easy to buy a package of cigarettes or tobacco. 
Despite certain drop between 2003 and 2007, it is obvious that for a majority of students, it is not a 
problem to access cigarettes and smoke.  
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Fig. 3. The difficulty to obtain cigarettes as reported by ESPAD respondents between 1999 and 2011; Source: ESPAD (1995, 1999, 
2003, 2007 and 2011)              
Before 1989, there was almost no drug policy, because drugs were perceived as incompatible with the 
lifestyle of a classless socialist society. Illicit drug users comprised a “hidden” population living in small 
groups, usually around people who were able to prepare drugs from raw materials. The treatment of 
addicted people proceeded mainly as compulsory treatment in “antialcoholic” and “antitoxic” units of 
psychiatric clinics (Radimecký 2007). The development of drug-related legislation after 1989 reflected 
several major trends (Zeman 2007). The crime definitions were adapted to correspond more closely to 
real life situations and emerging international obligations, the severity of sentences has increased, and 
certain flexibility for alternative solutions in individual cases was introduced.  
The students in the 2011 ESPAD study mostly reported that the drug was offered to them from their 
older friend, or they took it in the group of friends on some occasion. The mostly stated reason for trying 
the drugs in 2011 study was merely from being curious (26, 4 (%)) or to get high (6, 4 (%)). The situation 
with marijuana use among Czech students is a widely discussed the problem and Czech students are 
always on the top of rankings when it comes to lifetime prevalence and the use of marijuana during the 
last 30 days (Veselý, Dzúrová 2010). Constantly, about one fourth of all the students reported that it is 
very easy to obtain marijuana or hashish, and another one third thinks it is fairly easy (Fig. 4). In 2011, 
more than 30 % of the students reported that they are members of a group of friends who sometimes use 
marijuana, and if they are in such a group, they mostly use it less than once a month (9 %), but there are 
always cases of peer groups who use marijuana (1 to 3 times - 6, 6 (%) or even daily 6, 1 (%)). 
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Fig. 4. The difficulty to obtain marijuana as reported by ESPAD respondents between 1999 and 2011; Source: ESPAD (1995, 1999, 
2003, 2007 and 2011)                                  
Such a high use of marijuana is striking also when compared to the rest of the Central European 
countries with similar background and historical development (fig. 5). Czechia is a transport country and 
many drugs are transferred through the area of the country on their way to the Western Europe. As Tyrlík, 
Zuda, Bém and Power 1996 stated, opening of the borders and the significant undermining of police 
authority that accompanied the change of regime transformed the Czech Republic overnight into a 
corridor through which drugs could be transported to the West without any effective controls and with 
minimal risk. Availability of marijuana is thus widespread and the prices are obviously convenient 
including for the younger customers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 5. Comparison of the CE countries according to the lifetime prevalence of marijuana (in %), ESPAD respondents 2011;               
Source: ESPAD, (2011) 
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During the last years, in accordance with the overall European trends, increasing popularity of the so 
called “dance drugs” or “recreational drugs” is evidenced. Ecstasy is among the most available drugs 
related to better communication skills and higher enjoyment of a party. The accessibility of ecstasy is 
depicted in figure 6. Despite the fact that the percentage of those who claim that it is very easy to obtain 
ecstasy is lower than in the case of e.g. marijuana, it is still on the level of 7 % and on the contrary, the 
share of the students who perceive it fairly difficult to obtain ecstasy is decreasing. 
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Fig. 6. The difficulty to obtain ecstasy as reported by ESPAD respondents between 1999 and 2011; Source: ESPAD, (1995, 1999, 
2003, 2007 and 2011) 
 
Last, we have to mention another specific group of illicit drugs, amphetamines, which once were 
relatively widespread among the Czech drug using population. Before the “Velvet revolution” in 1989 the 
drug market in Czechia was organized as a self-supply system and mostly non-commercial system with 
rather closed groups of drug abusers, communicating and providing drugs among themselves on the base 
of personal contacts and acquaintances.  Methamphetamine of Czech provenience, called pervitin, was 
among the most frequent drugs, together with sedatives, hypnotics, stimulants, codeine derivatives, and 
cannabis. Classical drugs such as cocaine, heroin, and amphetamine were very rare (Bražinová, 
Brborovič, Chereches et al. 2011). Also today, as may be seen in the figure 7, there are some 3 % of the 
students who claim that it is very easy to obtain amphetamines and decreasing percentage of those who 
perceive it as fairly or very difficult.  
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Fig. 7. The difficulty to obtain amphetamines as reported by ESPAD respondents between 1999 and 2011; Source: ESPAD,  (1995, 
1999, 2003, 2007 and 2011) 
4. Conclusion 
The paper focused at the lifestyle of Czech teenagers and its cultural and social context by assessing 
the situation with leisure time activities and risk behaviour, together with availability of alcohol, 
cigarettes and illicit drugs as perceived by the Czech teenagers. When seen through the lens of  
international comparison (such as the ESPAD study) it is obvious that Czech students score high in the 
majority of risk behaviours reported in this study and also that alcohol, cigarettes and drugs are not 
difficult to obtain.  
This is to a certain extent result of a traditionally tolerant attitude to risk behaviour across the Czech 
society. Since beer drinking is considered a part of Czech culture, and smoking prevalence remains high 
with hidden support of smoking (public smoking of celebrities, promotional activities by tobacco 
companies, etc.), it comes as no surprise that the teenagers follow the examples set by their peers or 
parents as regards the risk behaviour and life style. It was also proved by former study (Lejčková, Csémy 
2005), that drug users tend to be more tolerant to drug use. The  differences in attitudes and beliefs among 
nonusers and legal and/or illicit drug users showed that the former ascribed greater risks to drug use, 
disapproved of drug use more often, and assessed drugs as little available. Legal drug users were tolerant 
to smoking and alcohol drinking but found the use of illicit drugs as a greater risk (Lejčková, Csémy 
2005). 
It is thus necessary to ensure stronger law enforcement and police control when it comes to availability 
and accessibility of alcohol, cigarettes and drugs to young people. On the other hand, there is also a 
severe need of a complex risk behaviour strategy that would effectively target the young population. It 
must be focused both on health related behaviours, and also at meaningful leisure time spending and 
overall quality of life of teenagers. The future research agenda has to focus on the individual factors of the 
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teenagers and their life styles, the peer groups, the family relations and social support and finally, at the 
school environment. The “good example” and “good practice” approaches are at stake and can be used to 
promote a healthy lifestyle and influence the teenagers views and ideas.  
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